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Prologue

			I started writing this book during a three-and-a-half-year bout with devastating anxiety and depression. I was writing as a distraction to keep my mind away from the suicidal ideations and the white-knuckle anxiety that was a constant inner voice creating catastrophic scenarios for every aspect of my life. For forty-five years I have dealt with these interlopers who would stay for a few weeks, months, but never years, this being the longest visitation from these spectres of my youth. These fell upon me like emotional shrapnel flying in from the paternal explosions of my childhood. The debris field of havoc these episodes of anxiety and depression caused stretch over the entirety of my adult life, something another book will someday chronicle.

			This book is about just one of those pieces of shrapnel from a violent childhood; the relationship between me and my father and how hate for him was capsized by love, a divine love that without invitation came into my life undeserved and changed everything. I need to retell the things I saw and experienced to quantify the severity of it all and explain the emotional fracture it caused between us. This book does not prescribe solutions but simply conveys my path out of the enmity between us. Through love’s gentle whispers a direction was given that I chose to follow, leading me on a reconstructive journey that redeemed our relationship and allowed me to say a final goodbye to him of such beauty that only God could have made such a thing. I hope this story speaks to you in some way allowing belief in the possibility that whatever broken relationship you may carry in life or memory, a love is available that can redeem the damage. 

			



	

Introduction

			Like any road, my road has a beginning and will have an ending. The story lies between these two points, and unfortunately, my story did not have a stellar start. I am not quite sure how the beginning affects the journey of life, but I am starting to realise that it most certainly does. The building blocks of who we are come to us packaged in DNA, not of our own choosing, and are moulded like clay by the context of the life we live until we are dropped at the doorstep of adulthood with the task of trying to build a life with these blocks. Sometimes the blocks are not well-made; they don’t fit together properly, and the walls and ceilings and floors of our lives have gaps, uneven parts, and missing pieces. We all have our share of these gaps, I guess, some less, some more. This book is about the gaps, missing pieces, and uneven parts that manifest in life as traits and behaviours that are often not the best or healthiest. It’s about how bad blocks are made and how even the most broken of blocks can, in some cases, be miraculously repaired. It is a book about the broken state of the human condition. It’s about redemption and possibility and the amazing way things can change, but sometimes they don’t, causing tremendous loss. 

			The loss of lives gone wrong because of unfair circumstances and life’s brutality has been the bewilderment of many who strive to understand the why of human existence. The injustice, the abuse, the actions that defy explanation. When these are detailed in books or interviews, they sometimes help those lost within circumstances like them by allowing a measure of connection to those with similar experiences. 

			In the retelling, many stories have also been the healing of those who have lived them and have become the connections back to hope after years of fleeing from the stories. Revisiting what they thought they could not, these storytellers have found that their feet can support them as they retrace their steps through rooms with doors that they thought were never to be opened again. 

			No life is without its reason for being, and every existence has value, if only to be retraced in the pages of a book so that hurting humanity can be connected in greater degrees. Far be it for me to try to connect the world with my experiences, but to those to whom my story is meant to speak and connect, I offer a welcome to my world, my past, and all that fuels my future. May we continue to journey together towards wholeness.

			



	

The Fifth of Five

			I was the last born, forty-two days premature, from a drunk mother, hardly able to stand at the time, and joined a family of three sisters and one brother. Our family was on the lower end of poor, living in a small, three-bedroom house that had curtains for doors, cardboard for door mats, and no pictures on the walls except one oddly out of place grand portrait of a famous sailing ship, enclosed in an oversized gold frame and looking as if it had been stolen from a house of better means. It hung high on our living room wall as an odd declaration by contrast to our home’s bleak aesthetic state. 

			The pipes would freeze in the winter, and my father would have to crawl under the house on the frozen earth in the dark hours of early morning and thaw out the pipes with a blowtorch. My mother would light the only source of heat, the oil stove in the kitchen, creating the slow heat that seemed to take forever to heat the cold house. In my room, I would chip the ice from the inside of my window to see what it was like outside in the small enclave called Kline Heights. A clumping together of houses on dirt roads, the Heights had a population of a few hundred rough and tumble souls whose lives ranged from destitute to stable and was situated on the then outskirts of the city of Halifax. Kline Heights was an infamous place known for its poverty, bootlegging, and not-to-be-tangled-with sons who would run anyone not from “the Heights” back to wherever they had come from, packing with them so much fear that few dared to venture up the steep hills and steps that were the only entrances to the Heights. 

			The very poorest had dirt floor homes, outhouses, and only the simplest of services. Most of the residents were people who never expected much more from life. Just getting by was a lifestyle to which they had grown accustomed and in which they had found a level of happiness. Yet two doors down, you might find a well-kept home, created from the stable income of hard work and containing wonderfully ordinary families.

			Rough as it was in places, Kline Heights was one of those unique and long-gone neighbourhoods that allowed its population to roam wherever and whenever without any need to worry about safety. Full of aunts, uncles, and grandparents, Kline Heights was a mostly ignored community of hard-working people, those who could not or would not work, and others who got creative and bootlegged or did other illegal things everyone knew about but nobody spoke of. 

			The police made it into Kline Heights only when they were needed, and the dirt roads rarely saw vehicles not from the Heights. No buses came up into the Heights back then, just the odd taxi, one of which my father drove when the summer dried up his winter work at the Halifax dockyard.

			The Heights were a disdained lot by some, as I learned when my junior high schooling took me out of the area and into a more affluent neighbourhood. It was noticeably clear that the divide between the have and have not students was drawn at the property line of Kline Heights, but all that adult awareness was blissfully absent while I roared my bike up the road to my grandfather’s store or a kilometre away to swim in Chocolate Lake. 

			The Heights was a colourful place of assorted people but mirrored the still segregated thinking of the white people in our neighbourhood. The Jones were the lone black family and kept strictly to themselves. They seemed a mystery to us kids. My father was a racist in racism’s purest form and would display his discontent with the Jones’ presence through quick sideway glances as we drove past their house. He, like the rest of the white Heights residents, would simply ignore the Jones, and history had shown the Jones that this was the better of two evils. People would watch Mr Jones, dressed in a suit and tie, with an almost English butler dignity, come from his small house each Sunday, prop his fedora hat atop his head, and, complete with walking stick, start his journey to church. Mr Jones was a tall man of few words who would give a respectful nod of the head and a smile to the rare person willing to catch his eye as he made his way on the dirt and pot holed roads that lead down the steep four-kilometre hill out of Kline Heights that continued down to the Armdale rotary where he would catch the bus into town. 

			I remember his handling of a boyhood fight between his son and a white boy in the neighbourhood. Instead of allowing it to be a public spectacle, he simply had the boys come into the Jones’ back yard, square each other off fairly, and allow what needed to happen. He stood without emotion or interference as he saw his son roundly defeated. It was a kind of character I had never experienced before. Mr Jones simply had the boys shake hands at the end of the match, giving all of us a lesson in civility rarely displayed in such situations.

			In Kline Heights, I grew up watching a wide variety of families. Beverly, the mother of my neighbor and friend Marcus, was a short and very round not-to-be-messed-with woman who decided to try driving a car. Her first attempt was epic in its drama. She backed in and out of her driveway while a very apprehensive husband, Bucky, sat in the passenger seat. This first attempt did not turn out well. She was somehow able to miss the driveway and ram into a tree by their house. Considering Beverly was no more than five feet tall and the Chrysler she was driving required a multitude of pillows for her to even see above the dash, her probability of failure had been pretty high. Her collision with the tree resulted in her being chased around the front lawn by her husband, who was unable to catch her and finally tried to hit her with the pile of pillows from the car as he streamed a torrent of curses in her direction. She ran hollering around their apple tree, dodging this harmless, yet obviously quite terrifying for her, pillow attack. We all stopped and watched for a bit, laughed, and then went about our business. This was reality TV without the TV, and such displays of family life were not uncommon in Kline Heights. 

			This same family had a porch on which we all would sit laughing at the funny bits of gossip from around the neighborhood, as told to us by the undisputed and never-to-be-crossed patriarch Bucky, the only man I ever knew who could eat an apple with no teeth. The idea that he could chew an apple with just his gums was one of those things I pondered at night until I finally surrendered to the mystery of it all and just fell asleep. Bucky was a powerful man, short and thick, who walked with quick steps in spite of bowed legs. His great chest bulged out above a full belly from broad shoulders, dangling arms hung like Popeye’s. He was not a man of distinction in education or character, but because I came from a home filled with rage, anger and drunkenness, Bucky’s off-color joking and humorous ridiculing of his neighbors, would cause me great times of laughter. Laughter was non-existent in our home, so these times on the porch with the Saunders family, listening and laughing as Bucky held court provided a wonderful reprieve for me.

			Bucky loved to BBQ, but also had a dangerous way of getting it lit. He had, for unknown reasons, a large can of naphtha, and in the summer, it was common to see a great burst of leaves blown from the trees above the BBQ in the family’s back yard as Bucky would drench the coals with naphtha and strike a match to it, causing a fireball explosion that would be followed by his great laugh and a flurry of terrified birds taking flight, barely escaping their death.

			One memorable day I saw how fast Bucky could move. A kid in our neighborhood had the sorry misjudgment to tell Bucky, from what he thought was a safe distance, to go F… himself. It was a sight to behold as Bucky leapt off his porch and ran on those little bowed legs that seemed to be moving faster than they should humanly be able to, propelling him at a speed that shocked us all, not least the kid. Bucky got him and, with one hand, lifted him into the air at which time better judgement and the thought of prison kicked in, and Bucky simply returned the kid to the ground, leaving him with a lesson and a scare that I am sure was cause for therapy later in life. The kid also learned some new words that night, as Bucky unleashed threats and curses that would have put a grown man on the back foot!

			There was a woman who lived up the street who would come roaring from her house unexpectedly, with arms waving and apron flying in the wind, to chase us down the road for somehow infuriating her by playing ball on the road outside her house. Her attacks were surprise ones. A madness would come over her, and out she would come, and off we would go in all directions like ants from an uncovered nest. One day when I was eight, she caught me and held me for about ten minutes. I feared for my life. This was the same woman I had seen get into a fist fight with her neighbor. It had been a hair-tearing, eye scratching full on cat fight. We were joined by neighbors who came out onto the road to watch, and when the excitement ended, we calmly went our ways, wondering what the issue might have been. We all made a little less noise around her house after that. Later in life, she was sadly hospitalized, to no surprise to us.

			One of the more unique and colorful members of our community was a man named Tom Campbell. He was a large, barrel-chested, rotund guy of around forty who always wore a ball cap atop a bald head, baggy pants held up with suspenders, over an always dirty while t-shirt. Tom was mentally challenged and knew only a few words, like hello, good-bye, no and yes, all of which were uttered more as grunts than words. The rest of his communication was a scrambled combination of mutterings and mumblings that, oddly enough, only my grandmother and a few others in the heights ever understood. 

			He would come into my grandparents’ corner store and talk to Nanny with sounds that never seemed to even come close to words. She would talk back and somehow know what he was getting at. Tom was a childlike, pleasant, and consistently joyful person. Most of his days were spent by happily walking the roads of Kline Heights loudly singing songs that had no intelligible words but were sung with gusto and a smile, nonetheless. As Tom passed by each day like clockwork, we would shout out hellos, and he would turn, grin from ear to ear, look at us for a while, wave, and then with his hands folded atop his large belly, continue his daily tour of the community. He was a jolly man whom everyone loved. Bucky would always make a point of having some fun with Tom, but Tom would with a great grin on his face, keep his distance when Bucky called him over to the house. Tom would just say, “no, no” and take off running, as well as a man of his size could run, that is. This response was a result of Tom’s going over to Bucky’s one day only to have Bucky get out a magazine with naked women in it. The sight so shocked poor Tom that he would never again come near Bucky. We all saw it as simple fun. It was a time when the standard for social norms of behavior was far below what is acceptable now. In our ignorance, this treatment of Tom seemed okay.

			Somehow modern medicine got hold of Tom and doctors started to medicate him. He gradually lost his song and would walk around in a kind of stupor, sometimes drooling and rarely seeming aware of where he was. No more laughter, no more smiles, no more Tom. I don’t know whatever happened to Tom, as my teenage years were spent more away from than in the Heights, but he served as a harbinger of the eventual effects on many of us by modernity and its “solutions.”

			Along the road where we lived The Salvation Army band played every Tuesday night in the summer. Me, and my friends and a few curious neighbors would gather when we heard the trumpets and drums. These strangely dressed people would always intrigue me. I never really knew what they were doing or why they were doing it, but it became part of our summer routine on Tuesday nights to go and listen to the band play on the large open rock just down the road. They must have seen us as a desperate bunch in need of the gospel’s straight and narrow way, and they were right. At the time though, what their adult sensibilities may have seen as abuse, neglect, and dangerous living, we simply experienced as normal. It was all we knew. This would change as we got older and eventually became adults, but at the time their “Army” outfits and odd songs about God were yet another colorful thread in the tapestry of Kline Heights.

			I could talk about the half-hour walks to Chocolate Lake in the summer that took us farther from home than anyone would let kids go today. We spent all summer swimming in the lake unsupervised, never thinking about the risks that paralyze play now.

			Fondly, I remember my friend Ronnie Gardner and his father, both of whom lived across the street, standing beside their old Woody car and teaching us to sing “Hang Your Head, Tom Dooly.” I think of the Robert’s weekly Sunday afternoon poker games that happened two houses down from us, where his parents and friends spoke their mysterious French language, with cigarettes flaming and smoke suspended like fog above their heads. These all-day poker sessions were great for us because their son Jason, my best friend, would run in and out grabbing pop and food from the huge array of cooking brought by the players.

			The Heights had a ball field at the very top of the steep hill to which the Heights clung. To walk up from the city bus far below on the Herring Cove Road to the top of Mountain Road was a summer trek that caused a few jackets to be removed and frequent stops for breath. Once at the top of the hill, a person could turn to look down on the city many miles away, its paved roads crisscrossing each other under a thick canopy of green trees that had given Halifax the nickname, “City of Trees.” This hike up the hill became more daunting in the winter’s snow and ice, with Mountain Road turning into a place for sleighs instead of cars as weary workers returned home in the dark of evening. 

			Many were the raucous community ball games that took place at the Kline Heights ball field, which had been carved from the dense forest by some determined parents who cared enough about their kids to build it. The trees past the outfield stretched as far as the eye could see, adding to the seclusion in which the Heights already seemed to exist. Mothers would sit together on the bleachers in the warm, late-day sun, smoking their cigarettes and more involved in their conversations than in the game, while their husbands stood together like frustrated coaches, with hands in pockets, kicking dirt and complaining about calls by the umpire and cheering wildly for the kids who swung and connected bat and ball, creating that familiar sound made by a home run. For a few suspense-filled seconds, eyes would stare skyward as conversations stopped and the cracking snap of a potential home run echoed into the woods. The appropriate applause or muffled disappointment would ensue, and then things would return to normal until the next hopeful came to the plate.

			For some unknown reason on one occasion an umpire was brought in who was not from the Heights. This intrusion was met with the full onslaught of the parents whose children would be at the mercy of his calls. This poor man, unaware of what was befalling him, struggled to maintain his composure until he finally ripped off his mask and threw it to the ground, pronouncing us as, in utter disgust and colorful language, a bunch of animals. He promptly took his coat and left, his retreat met with jeers and laughter, and was seen as a victory for the Heights as the game resumed with another umpire, of more acceptable local lineage.

			Amidst the roughness of the Heights and all that happened, I have wonderful memories so real I can almost feel them still. Behind the ball field was a path that led to Withrod Lake, so named because the path was located at the end of Withrod Drive, the main road coming from the very bottom of the Heights and wound all the way up to the very top, ending at trees and a foot path. You had to go through the Heights to get to this lake, something no one did if they were not from the Heights, which meant it was our own secret place. I remember it in vivid snapshots of memory. 

			There in the middle of the forest, the lake stretched out in a great sparkling expanse, with a distant, densely treed shore on the other side that we could never swim far enough to visit. The summer sun would dance off the crest of the wind-whipped waves, bringing the lake to life and creating a quilt of daytime stars that undulated on the waves. Even as a young child trying to learn how to swim, I would at unguarded moments, be stopped in mid-play by the scene. It was a truly untouched wilderness and a place I will never forget. Swimming in the lake’s shallow shore, I would open my eyes underneath the water seeing the tiny stones of multicolored gravel sparkling as if a pirate’s treasure chest had strewn its jewels everywhere. The water was so clear that even in the deeper sections, the bottom was displayed. This private place was something out of a child’s fantasy, only it was real for us and something our seclusion provided, and in our innocence we never appreciated enough. 

			As spring finally births summer with sunny mornings allowing me to walk outside without needing more clothes than privacy requires, I remember one special morning. When I was nine years old, I had risen early to head out into one of these warm mornings. No neighbors or friends had yet ventured from their homes, allowing me to have the whole silent street to myself. There was only the sound of my bike tires rolling below me as I peddled in and out of potholes large enough to take almost the full length of my bike, which were a consistent feature of our dirt roads. The shadows of the trees stretched out over the road in front of me as the waking sun pushed toward its conquest of the day. A warm breeze fluttered my T-shirt and pushed back my hair as I drove through the vacant street without the need for caution. I looked at the silent homes as I rode past them, thinking about the people inside, remembering things I knew about each family, and wondering about the deeper mysteries in the homes about which I knew nothing. 

			The hard-packed dirt road, warm sun, and my Super Cycle bike made the morning as close to perfect for a nine-year-old boy as it could be. I veered my bike into my uncle’s back yard and stopped to dig in the large sand pit that had become a favorite gathering place for us kids as we created our own worlds out of sand and sticks, with toy cars roaring over the zig zagging roads we had carved in the sand. There I sat, alone and utterly content, pushing the yellow Tonka truck left by a previous adventurer through my new neighborhood of sand. After a while, I jumped onto my bike and drove back toward my home, ten houses away, both dipping into and swerving around the potholes, basking in the sheer luxury of a beautiful morning, unaware that this short hour or so would stay with me the rest of my life for no other reason than that it was just about perfect. I was in a state of “mindfulness,” I guess, that childhood better accommodates, completely embracing the moment with no greater thought than the joy it brought. It was a rare moment of complete childhood happiness, the kind all children should be given. This sunny Saturday morning of privilege was not the norm for me, and as I turned my bike into my driveway and skidded to a stop, I arrived at a place not known for its peace, warmth, or beauty. I was home.

			



	

The Hand That Rocks the Cradle

			The poem by William Wallace, The Hand That Rocks the Cradle Is the Hand that Rules the World, presents the truth about our parents’ influence over their children’s future. Though Wallace is speaking specifically of mothers, the father/Mother combination provides the package that ultimately creates the adult the child will become. A parent’s words and actions shape a child, as much as a sculptor pushing a thumb into clay, moving it around and fashioning it eventually creates an image. Some children are blessed to have parents who use their gentle hands and skills with love and firmly form the human clay into healthy shapes. Sadly, some children do not have such a privilege.

			Struggle and addiction are not the maker of great parents, nor do they give time for thought, reflection, or any breath of hope for those battling them, that might provide a better way. Mistakes will be made. The desperation, struggle and addiction created makes a person believe less is the most there will ever be and eventually tires people to the point of no longer swimming against the crushing current of life, but simply surrendering to it. It weakens a person into being someone merely floating along atop the wreckage of life. 

			By the time I came along, my parents were well adrift in that current. Their broken childhoods and cruel upbringings had caused them to escape into early marriage, which had quickly become a situation dominated by alcohol and abuse.

			Understanding behaviors often requires a visit to the beginning, digging below the surface to find what is buried in the experiences of life’s past. Unfortunately, I know little about either of my parents’ upbringings except their childhoods were obvious contributors to, if not makers of what their lives would become. What I do know comes from the cobbling together of shards of information I overheard in adult conversations when I was a child and through the raging laments of my father as he would, in fist raised contempt, recount stories of his mother’s abuse. I know the least about his story, but there are a few pictures and memories that have given me enough to understand the cause-and-effect realities of his life. 

			My father’s story, like my mother’s, is filled with destructive behaviors stemming from not knowing any better or not trying any harder. Being raised as they were, did not plant seeds that would blossom into great things.
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